
 

 

 

Working Paper 1  

Tackling child poverty locally – whose responsibility? 

Introduction 

Local authorities and their partners are central to efforts to tackle poverty, and have been for many 

years. In the preface to South Riding, written in 1935, Winifred Holtby remarked that local 

government was ‘in essence the first line of defence thrown up by the community against our 

common enemies’ and identified poverty as the first of these enemies. In the 1990s, researchers 

noted that ‘a growing number of local authorities were actively engaged in anti-poverty work with 

local citizens, many as part of a formal corporate strategic commitment to this’ (Alcock et al. 1999). 

More recently, the local duties in the Child Poverty Act (2010) have required all local authorities to 

co-operate with partners to reduce child poverty and to prepare a Child Poverty Needs Assessment 

and a Child Poverty Strategy for its area and the government at the time argued that ending child 

poverty was ‘everybody’s business’ . The Coalition government emphasis on localism and 

decentralisation led to non –statutory guidance being issued in support of the local duties and this 

allowed local authorities to develop child poverty work in different ways and with different 

approaches.  

Corporate commitment 

Poverty has been described as one of local government’s ‘wicked issues’ which ‘cut across 

departmental boundaries and affect the development, delivery and impact of a wide range of 

services’ (Pearson 2001) although the extent of ‘corporate ownership’ of child poverty related work 

varies between authorities. The focus on ‘child’ poverty, for example has led this work to sit within 

children’s services in a number of authorities (Nelson et al.  2011) whilst other areas have used 

existing partnership structures or established new ones, such as ‘Child Poverty Commissions’. Alcock 

et al. (1995) noted that authorities often ‘experienced difficulties in implementing truly corporate 

anti-poverty strategies’ while research carried out by the National Foundation for Educational 

Research in 2011 (Nelson et al. 2011, p. 3) suggested that  

Where tackling child poverty is considered to be a high priority, the LA area tends to be 

characterised by: a high level of strategic commitment and understanding, a child poverty 

partnership that is based on existing structures within the LA, a view of child poverty as a 

cross-cutting theme across the LA area and strong elected member support. 



 

 

This view has been echoed by the Poverty & Social Exclusion team, made up of researchers across six 

UK Universities and other research partners. In a response to a review of child poverty and social 

mobility, they state that  

Anti-poverty strategy should be the responsibility of the entire organisation and needs to be 

incorporated within existing corporate commitments, rather than operating as an optional, 

ad hoc, ‘bolt-on’ to existing commitments and services (Gordon 2011). 

Partnerships 

It is generally recognised that local authorities need support and assistance from a wide range of 

partners to develop effective anti-poverty work. However, there can often be differences of opinions 

within partnerships and ‘multi-agency’ working often brings with it ‘multi-agendas’. The issue of 

power disparity within partnerships has also been noted (Alcock et al. 1995, Gordon 2011) and 

effective ways of involving, and sustaining the interest of, a wide range of partners – including those 

with direct experience of poverty - need to be developed.  

Partnership working within local authorities is equally important and tackling poverty often requires 

officers to look beyond individual service or departmental priorities to ‘work corporately, 

strategically and innovatively both within the authority and with others outside it who can provide 

expertise and resources’ (Pearson 2001, p59). People must be prepared to acknowledge that the 

interaction of locally designed strategies and services can sometimes have the unintended 

consequences of making it more difficult for people to escape from poverty. 

From ‘strategy’ to ‘delivery’ 

The Child Poverty Act requires local authorities to ‘prepare and publish’ a need assessment and to 

‘prepare’ a joint child poverty strategy. However, the preparation of two documents will not, in 

itself, help to reduce poverty or ameliorate its effects, so the focus needs to be on implementation 

and delivery of the strategy. 

Local authorities are operating in an environment where child poverty levels are predicted to 

increase, with over 1 million more children expected to be living in poverty by 2020 (IFS 2013). At 

the same time, councils and voluntary sector organisations have to cope with significant cuts to their 

budgets and also plan for wide ranging welfare reforms, including some localised elements. As 

demand for stretched services ‘from below’  increases, the pressure ‘from above’ for local 

authorities to tackle the issue of child poverty appears to be reducing. Improving social mobility has 

been identified by Nick Clegg as the ‘principal goal’ of the governments social policy, David Cameron 

has identified ‘responsibility deficit‘ associated with the 120,000 troubled families as the thing he ‘is 

really passionate about’, and it has been argued that the ‘poverty consensus’ has unravelled (Lansley 

2013).  

However, the need to think differently about how services are delivered  – and how service users 

can be involved in this process – opens up new opportunities for local authorities to develop anti-

poverty work which does things with people on low incomes rather than to them, acknowledging the 

role that local services can play in ameliorating the effects of poverty. Berthoud & Brown (1981, 

p275) state that: 



 

 

An occasional shake-up of institutional inertia can be valuable, but it should be noted that it 

will not necessarily lead to better services for poor people unless positive action is taken to 

ensure that it does … (and) the capacity of old institutional patterns of service to re-assert 

themselves in new structure appear to be infinite. 

Frameworks for Action 

In 1995, following an extensive review of local government anti-poverty strategies, Alcock et al. 

proposed a ‘framework for future action’ which argued that a strategic response in four directions 

was required: 

Inwards – to continually review and improve on its own policies, practices and management 

structures in the interests of all local citizens 

Outwards – to seek to establish and exploit relationships with partner agencies to extend the range 

of resources and expertise available to local people 

Upwards – to analyse the effects of government policy on its local population and to seek to secure 

best benefit from these 

Downwards – to ensure that political and development work is done with, and not just for, local 

people 

In 2012, following the launch of a report exploring the approaches of the North East local authorities 

to tackling child poverty (Crossley 2012), the North East Child Poverty Commission suggested that 

local authorities should consider three ‘small steps’ in the development of their future child poverty 

work: 

1. Use  – and add to – the evidence base 

2. Examine institutional behaviour – do no harm 

3. Give people with experience of poverty a voice 

Both of these approaches highlight that tackling child poverty remains ‘everybody’s business’ and 

echo the same concern that Rose Wheeler noted in 1995: 

The real challenge is to look at and change as necessary, the whole of local authority activity, 

in direct relation to the needs of the community it is there to serve.  

However, we also need to be realistic about what can be achieved locally when nationally the 

picture appears bleak. Writing about local government attempts to tackle poverty in an ‘unequal 

society’ in 1994, Gaffikin and Morrissey (p. 115) note that: 

At a minimum, antipoverty schemes afford afflicted communities the chance to engage in a 

sustained and developed relationship with significant agencies. They give those same 

agencies an acute insight into the ramifications of their policies on the most distressed 

neighbourhoods. But it cannot be argued that these programmes by themselves are 

sufficiently radical and resourced to turn round a deep-seated difficulty of 

underdevelopment. They offer, rather, the prospect of incremental change and, in a dire 

situation, positive alleviation is better than none.  
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The North East Child Poverty Commission is a multi-agency stakeholder group that believes that 

every child should have an equal chance in life. It is made up of representatives from the public, 

voluntary and private sectors in the North East and works to promote public and political support for 

policies that will help to end child poverty. 

The Institute for Local Governance (ILG) is a pioneering research and knowledge exchange venture 

designed to maximise the benefits of collaboration between all five universities in North East 

England and the wider public realm. It is a unique research partnership between North East local 

authorities, universities, police forces, fire and rescue services and other public sector partners. The 

ILG is hosted by Durham University Business School.  

Contact 

Stephen Crossley | s.j.crossley@durham.ac.uk | (0191) 334 9107 | 07983 408 966   

http://www.nechildpoverty.org.uk/
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/_images/PSE_social_mobility_tcm8-18436.pdf
https://www.nfer.ac.uk/nfer/publications/LGCP01/LGCP01.pdf
http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/poverty-minus-pound-how-poverty-consensus-unravelled
mailto:s.j.crossley@durham.ac.uk

